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It is worth noting in this connection that the
term “arbitrary” comes from the Latin arbitium
which means “judgment”—as in fiderum arbitrium
voluntatis, “free judgment of the will” (the me-
dieval designation for free will). Imagine a writer
in the middle of a novel. The novel’s heroine faces
a crisis and the writer has not yet developed her
character in sufficient detail to say exactly how she
will act. The author makes a judgment about this
that is not determined by the heroine’s already
formed past which does not give unique direction.
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In this sense, the judgment (arbitrium) of how she
will react is “arbitrary” but not entirely so. It had
input from the heroine’s fictional past and in turn
gave input to her projected future. In a similar way,
agents who exercise free will are both authors of
and characters in their own stories all at once. By
virtue of “self-forming” judgments of the will
(arbitria voluntatis), they are “arbiters” of their
own lives, “making themselves” out of past that, if
they are truly free, does not limit their future path-

ways to one.
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Someone who does not see a pane of glass does not know that he does not see iz.

Someone who, being placed differently, does see it, does not Enow the other does not see it.

When our will finds expression outside ourselves in actions performed by others, we do not waste our
time and our power of attention in examining whether they have consented to this. This is true for all of
us. Our attention, given entirely to the success of the undermking, 15 not claimed by them as long as they

are docile. . . .

Rape is a terrible caricature of love from which consent is absent. After rape, oppression is the second
horror of buman existence. It is a terrible caricature of vbedience. :

have proposed an enabling conception of
justice. Justice should refer not only to
distribution, but also to the institutional
conditions necessary for the development and

Young, Iris, “Oppression,” from Young, Iris M., Justice and the Politics of. Dﬁrencé. © 1990 Princeton
University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press.

—SIMONE WEIL

exercise of individual capacities and collective
communication and cooperation. Under this
conception of justice, injustice refers primarily to
two forms’ of disabling constraints, oppression
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and domination. While these constraints include
distributive patterns, they also involve matters
which cannot easily be assimilated to the logic of
distribution: decision-making procedures, divi-
sion of labor, and culture.

Many people in the United States would not
choose the term “oppression” to name injustice
in our society. For contemporary emancipatory
social movements, on the other hand—socialists,
radical feminists, American Indian activists,
Black activists, gay and lesbian activists—
oppression is a central category of political dis-
course. Entering the political discourse in which
oppression is a central category involves adopt-
ing a general mode of analyzing and evaluating
social structures and practices which is incom-
mensurate with the language of liberal individu-
alism that dominates political discourse in the
United States.

A major political project for those of us who
identify with at least one of these movements
must thus be to persuade people that the dis-
course of oppression makes sense of much of our
social experience. We are ill prepared for this
task, however, because we have no clear account
of the meaning of oppression.While we find the
term used often in the diverse philosophical and
theoretical literature spawned by radical social
movements in the United States, we find little
direct discussion of the meaning of the concept
as used by these movements.

1 offer some explication of the concept of op-
pression as I understand its use by new social
movements in the United States since the 1960s.
My starting point is reflection on the conditions
of the groups said by these movements to be op-
pressed: among others women, Blacks, Chicanos,
Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking
Anmericans, American Indians, Jews, lesbians, gay
men, Arabs, Asians, old people, working-class
people, and the physically and mentally disabled.
1 aim to systematize the meaning of the concept
of oppression as used by these diverse political
movements, and to provide normative argument
to clarify the wrongs the term names.

Obviously the above-named groups are not
oppressed to the same extent or in the same
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ways. In the most general sense, all oppressed
people suffer some inhibition of their ability to
develop and exercise their capacities and express
their needs, thoughts, and feelings. In that ab-
stract sense all oppressed people face a common
condition. Beyond that, in any more specific
sense, it is not possible to define a single set of
criteria that describe the condition of oppression
of the above groups. Consequently, attempts by
theorists and activists to discover a common de-
scription or the essential causes of the oppres-
sion of all these groups have frequently led to
fruitless disputes about whose oppression is
more fundamental or more grave. The contexts
in which members of these groups use the term
oppression to describe the injustices of their sit-
uation suggest that oppression names in fact a
family of concepts and conditions, which I
divide into five categories: exploitation, margin-
alization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism,
and violence. . ..

One reason that many people would not use
the term oppression to describe injustice in our
society is that they do not understand the term
in the same way as do new social movements. In
its traditional usage, oppression means the exer-
cise of tyranny by a ruling group. Thus many
Americans would agree with radicals in applying
the term oppression to the situation of Black
South Africans under apartheid. Oppression
also traditionally carries a strong connotation of
conquest and colonial domination. The Hebrews
were oppressed in Egypt, and many uses of
the term oppression in the West invoke this
paradigm.,

Dominant political discourse may use the term
oppression to describe societies other than our
own, usually Communist or purportedly Com-
munist societies. Within this anti-Communist
thetoric both tyrannical and colonialist
implications of the term appear. For the anti-
Communist, Communism denotes precisely the
exercise of brutal tyranny over a whole people by a
few rulers, and the will to conquer the world,
bringing hitherto independent peoples under that
tyranny. In dominant political discourse it is not
legitimate to use the term oppression to describe
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our society, because oppression is the evil perpe-
trated by the Others.

New left social movements of the 1960s and
1970s, however, shifted the meaning of the con-
cept of oppression. In its new usage, oppression
designates the disadvantage and injustice some
people suffer not because a tyrannical power co-
erces them, but because of the everyday practices
of a well-intentioned liberal society. In this new
left usage, the tyranny of a ruling group over
another, as in South Africa, must certainly be
called oppressive. But oppression also refers to
systemic constraints on groups that are not nec-
essarily the result of the intentions of a tyrant.
Oppression in this sense is structural, rather
than the result of a few people’s choices or poli-
cies. Its causes are embedded in unquestioned
norms, habits, and symbols, in the assumptions
underlying institutional rules and the collective
consequences of following those rules. It names,
as Marilyn Frye puts it, “an enclosing structure
of forces and barriers which tends to the immo-
bilization and reduction of a group or category
of people.” In this extended structural sense op-
pression refers to the vast and deep injustices
some groups suffer as a consequence of often
unconscious assumptions and reactions of well-
meaning people in ordinary interactions, media
and cultural stereotypes, and structural fea-
tures of bureaucratic hierarchies and market
mechanisms—in short, the normal processes of
everyday life. We cannot eliminate this struc-
tural oppression by getting rid of the rulers or
making some new laws, because oppressions are
systematically reproduced in major economic,
political, and cultural institutions.

The systemic character of oppression implies
that an oppressed group need not have a correlate
oppressing group. While structural oppression
involves relations among groups, these relations
do not always fit the paradigm of conscious and
intentional oppression of one group by another.
Foucault suggests that to understand the mean-
ing and operation of power in modern society
we must look beyond the model of power as

‘adequately capture these insights.
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“sovereignty,” a dyadic relation of ruler and sub-
ject, and instead analyze the exercise of power as
the effect of often liberal and “humane” practices
of education, bureaucratic administration, pro-
duction and distribution of consumer goods,
medicine, and so on. The conscious actions of
many individuals daily contribute to maintain-
ing and reproducing oppression, but those peo-
ple are usually simply doing their jobs or living
their lives, and do not understand themselves as
agents of oppression.

I do not mean to suggest that within a system
of oppression individual persons do not inten-
tionally harm others in oppressed groups. The
raped woman, the beaten Black youth, the locked-
out worker, the gay man harassed on the street, are

victims of intentional actions by identifiable
agents. I also do not mean to deny that specific
groups are beneficiaries of the oppression of other
groups, and thus have an interest in their contin-
ued oppression. Indeed, for every oppressed group
there is a group that is privilegedin relation to that
group. ‘

The concept of oppression has been current
among radicals since the 1960s partly in reaction
to Marxist attempts to reduce the injustices of
racism and sexism, for example, to the effects of
class domination or bourgeois ideology. Racism,
sexism, ageism, homophobia, some social move-
ments asserted, are distinct forms of oppression
with their own dynamics apart from the dynam-
ics of class, even though they may interact with
class oppression. From often heated discussions
among socialists, feminists, and antiracism
activists in the last ten years a consensus is
emerging that many different groups must be
said to be oppressed in our society, and that no
single form of oppression can be assigned causal
or moral primacy. The same discussion has also
led to the recognition that group differences cut
across individual lives in a multiplicity of ways
that can entail privilege and oppression for the
same person in different respects. Only a plural
explication of the concept of oppression can
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